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Post-Mao China has 
undergone a level of urbanization 
that is unprecedented in size and 
speed. Large districts, cities, and 
even regions have appeared where 
little used to exist.  Chinese planners 
have generally used traditional, mono-zone strategies 
with high densities to accommodate this growth. James 
Brearley and Fang Qun’s bilingual Chinese and English-
language book Networks Cities, provides a mixture of 
essays, master plans, and case studies throughout China 
that highlight the shortcomings of this traditional planning 
model and offers a vision on how innovative planning 
techniques can provide a more sustainable foundation for 
China’s future growth.
At the heart of the book is a collection of essays that 
discuss the basis for a concept called “networked cities.” 
Rather than traditional, mono-functional zones that 
separate land uses, Brearley and Qun advocate zoning 
through an overlapping network of vertical and horizontal 
land use stripes. The resulting system creates a vibrant web 
of mixed uses dispersed across a city. The authors argue 
that this web of connected uses decreases the isolation 
and excessive travel time that characterize single-use 
development, thus creating a more environmentally 
sustainable and socially vibrant living environment.
Interspersed between these essays are a collection 
of award-winning master plans completed by Brearley 
and Qun’s planning fi rm, BAU International. These plans 
utilize vivid maps and pictures to describe how BAU 
International integrates this “networked city” concept into 
their work. Each plan pulls out the networks within them, 
giving the reader a clear understanding of the connectivity 
that underlies each area. Somewhat surprisingly, though 
all projects contained in the book were developed for 
China, the master plans contain few elements that are 
uniquely “Chinese”; however, only in an area that is 
urbanizing at such a rapid pace would these grand plans 
be appropriate or even feasible.
The fi nal section of the book provides a case study 
of three radically different districts in Shanghai, one 
of the fastest growing cities in China, to highlight the 
shortcomings of the traditional development model.  One 
district is characterized by tree-lined sidewalks, small 
blocks, and mixed uses, while the other two districts 
exemplify the more recent mono-use style of the past 
two decades.  Focusing on the urban design of these 
developments at the ground level through spatial analysis 
and pictures, the authors show how modern mono-use 
enclaves discourage walking and connectivity within 
city districts through large fences and minimal diversity 
along the street. By highlighting the shortcoming of these 
massive new enclaves, Brearley and Qun strengthen their 
case for an opening for a more integrated, human-friendly 
form of development like their network cities.
China is a rapidly urbanizing country, with the pace of 
its development bringing about signifi cant environmental 
and social challenges. Many voices from around China 
and the world have arisen to provide solutions to these 
unprecedented challenges; Networks Cities is Brearley 
and Qun’s engaging and eye-catching attempt to add their 
voice and vision to this conversation.
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